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Abstract 
The article examines the development of the English language in terms of neologisms which emerged as a result of various 
military conflicts of the XX and XXI centuries, in which English-speaking countries participated. An analysis is made of how the 
military-political circumstances such conflicts resulted in the emergence of neologisms reflecting certain realities as experienced 
by English speakers. A conclusion is made on the topicality of this area as a subject for academic study. 
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1. Introduction 
A language such as English, which is the national tongue of numerous countries spread all over the world, must 
mirror the diversity of its speakers in all aspects of its development. This holds true for the constant appearance of 
new words. Within the national versions of English – in Britain, or Australia or the USA or wherever the English 
language is the main communications medium of the culture - there are neologisms which are purely local in origin, 
but there are also borrowings of the latest inventions in other varieties of English.  
In this way novelty is multiplied. For us in Britain, this principally means being exposed to the fertility of 
American English in creating new words. Since there is a special status in knowing the latest trend-setting features 
of US life, we readily adopt and brandish some of the newest American vocabulary, adding it to our own. 
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2. Fundamentals 
Looked at in evolutionary terms, then, English as a set of words survives and develops by producing lots of 
offspring, which usually have a very limited life indeed, rather than depending on an attempt to defend the integrity 
of any particular kind of English (such as British English) by rejecting words which are not English enough. The 
latter approach, the guarding of linguistic purity, is more of a concern in France, where new words based on English 
originals are seen as displacing perfectly good French words and constructions, and are therefore to be resisted. 
Those new words in English which, by natural selection, are the fittest to survive, which become indispensable 
carriers for particular meanings, can expect to enter the dictionaries, but even then may have a comparatively short 
existence. Some words seem to have no long term prospects at all, but somehow are still in use 50 years later; others 
seem to be perfect descriptions of something that very much needs describing, but may fade very rapidly. 
If we add new phrases to this study of the language’s vitality, i.e. old words put together in striking, irresistible 
and relevant new ways, then the creativity of English speakers gets its due recognition. 
War works powerfully on the language (Akhtambaev, 2014). There are weapons and military technologies and 
strategies developed with little publicity in peace times, which when war breaks out are suddenly to be made familiar 
to everyone, filling the newspapers and the TV bulletins. Politicians need a new rhetoric to describe and justify what 
is going on, and we all need that vocabulary. War is a topic of conversation and dispute at home, in pubs and in the 
workplace. 
In some wars, world wars, the army swells with civilians who learn the new words and the unfamiliar slang of the 
regular soldiers, bring them back home and use them for years afterwards, so that some become peacetime words. 
Loanwords from foreign languages also add to soldiers’ vocabulary (Mitchell et al., 2014). In  the First World War 
of 1914-18 a rather obscure word that spread into the army in colonial India, from an Urdu word meaning foreign, 
was used to refer to Britain – Blighty, the home country seen from overseas, a place yearned for. It was also used in 
the Second World War of 1939−45. The last of those who used this word naturally are very old now, but the word is 
still recognisable, and hangs on in the dictionaries, as does its secondary meaning, a wound serious enough to mean 
that you were sent back home to Britain. In the horrors of trench warfare of the First World War, such a wound was 
prayed for and even engineered – I remember meeting a lot of veterans of WW1as a child and being scared at the 
fact that quite a number were missing fingers. But to hold your hand above the edge of the trench for a German 
rifleman to shoot was a good way of getting a blighty. 
Another word from WWII which is still going strong and was used in the Iraq war was flak. This is one of these 
words based on an acronym – FLAK being an abbreviation of the German for anti-aircraft fire. Yet it was used 
exclusively in a political sense, since the word now has as its primary meaning heavy criticism. The British Prime 
Minister Tony Blair was getting a lot of flak from – well, from almost everyone really, voters, the newspapers, his 
own party, other European leaders. He certainly needed a flakjacket – once a special piece of pilot’s clothing, now, 
in Tony Blair’s case, just a very thick skin and the conviction that you’re right and everyone else is wrong. In times 
of war, when armies of different nations unite together, issues of interoperability arise based on language 
differences, which also need to be resolved (Crossey, 2005). 
At any time we need the new language of war, the fresh words and phrases, to understand what is going on, to 
show that we understand what is going on, to be excited or scared by world events, to fight, through language, 
shoulder to shoulder with our troops. 
But it is also true that war is full of truths that someone wants to bury. It is said that truth is the first casualty of 
war; news management and propaganda have long ensured this. Those running the war cannot just say nothing, but 
what they say, the language they use to express the unpleasant facts of war is also inclined to screen us from the 
nastiest bits. Our resolve, our support for what our leaders are doing must not be weakened by too much reality. This 
process begins even before war is declared. 
The Iraq war is a perfect example of how new words and phrases carry us into war and through war. The future 
enemy is demonised and linked with recent traumatic events. So we were reminded that Iraq was led by an evil 
dictator and was part of an axis of evil. Axis was a word applied to the alliance that America fought in WWII; here it 
was linked to evil, a moral depravity that goes beyond rational explanation. It is a religious judgement, evil being the 
work of the Devil; Hitler is still judged to have been evil, an explanation that saves us the trouble of looking for 
other, more searching, explanations that what Hitler did lies as a possibility in many, or all, of us. For Ronald 
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Reagan, the Soviet Union had been the evil empire, so here was an old sour wine in the new bottle of George Bush’s 
language – an axis of evil that included all America’s pet hates, from N. Korea to Iran, by way of Iraq. And when the 
French and Germans refused to support military action, they were described in the US press as the axis of weasel, the 
weasel being a small wild creature credited with a great and ignoble deviousness. 
For what has most recently oppressed the American psyche, the phrase 9/11 is an instantly recognisable shorthand 
– the terrorist attack on the World Trade Centre in New york. In Britain we use 9/11 as easily as the Americans, to 
describe the day the world changed. And since it was an American tragedy, though many British people died, we 
leave it as it is, although we in Britain naturally put day before month when giving dates – 11/9 for the 11th of 
September. 
So the case of Saddam Hussain, though certainly uninvolved in 9/11, was allowed to get entangled in it to make 
the case for war stronger. Then, of course, he had weapons – the famous weapons of mass destruction. Certainly he 
had once had chemical and biological weapons, and was suspected of developing a nuclear capability. But UN 
inspectors had been unable to find recent stockpiles. Saddam’s fatal mistake was not to co-operate, to play games 
and seem to have something to hide. Now it appears that there was nothing to hide. But the weapons of mass 
destruction, abbreviated to WMD, played a bit part in selling the war to the citizens of the USA and the UK. In 
Britain, only a minority were convinced. Now hardly anyone is. So the whole issue is often now labelled as weapons 
of mass deception, with the British public being the ones who were deceived. 
The policy hardened into one of regime change – regime being a French word for rule, familiar to all history 
students through descriptions of the 18th century revolution in France, which swept away the old regime. So here was 
a new phrase to describe a foreign policy, which actually meant that Iraq had to throw out its dictator, or face war. 
And war was the result. 
People die in war. That is what war is about. Even the cold war between Communism and the capitalist West, 
which dominated so much of the latter half of the twentieth century, was fought not just through political and 
economic strategy but also through proxy wars – backing one side or another in national conflicts around the globe, 
be they in Africa or South America.. And since World War II, we know that any war always has the possibility of 
being total war, with civilians as likely to be casualties as soldiers. But the intention with the Iraq war, and a very 
important consideration in keeping public support going, was to avoid civilian casualties. We were using smart 
weapons, weapons with computerised guidance which could hit particular strategic targets and leave ordinary people 
untouched. That was the theory; we could trust the technology, which did the destruction for us. We also killed a lot 
of Iraqi soldiers, but there was no need to use vague language for that. The early attempt to assassinate Saddam was 
described as one of decapitation of the regime – to cut its head off. Enemy forces were neutralised – a word used, I 
think, to indicate a kind of cool superiority rather than a wish to hide bloodshed. 
But civilian casualties were rather more difficult to talk about. These smart weapons weren’t as smart as all that. 
The old favourite, collateral damage, familiar from late 20th century wars, was rolled out again. Collateral means to 
the side, incidental, unintended. So the reality of the deaths of innocent civilians can be obscured, and we are given 
the excuse not to go further than the phrase in our visualisation of what happened.  
Also difficult to talk about were the US and UK soldiers killed, not by Iraqis, but by their own side. All that 
firepower sometimes went in the wrong direction. And the resulting deaths were said to be as the result, not of 
enemy action, but of friendly fire. This just meant that someone had made a big mistake and killed the wrong people. 
Meantime, George Bush’s famous phrase the war on terror, his typical sound bite, is coming under scrutiny, not 
least because military action against terrorism is enormously difficult and its results uncertain. His aides have been 
arguing for something like global struggle against violent extremism, which may more accurately indicate a range of 
responses beyond sending in the armed forces, but the President likes to keep it simple and direct. 
As for the French, their reputation sank so low in the USA, for opposing the war, that the use of French as an 
adjective in certain well-used phrases was replaced by freedom – what American soldiers were fighting for. So 
suddenly McDonalds was selling freedom fries, not French fries, and teenagers kissing with tongues were involved 
in freedom kissing, not French kissing. French civilisation seems to have survived this. There is even an academic 
group in Germany, opposed to the Iraq war, which has proposed the replacement of around 30 common English 
loan-words in German by French equivalents. 
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3. Conclusion 
These new words roll into the newspapers, and some make it into the dictionaries. Academically and 
educationally, this is a sphere of increasing importance for language professionals working in the relevant area 
(Shevchenko and Mitchell, 2013). Ultimately, the fertility of the English language, as well as the sophisticated and 
unsophisticated understandings that English speakers bring to the processes involved in war and of the attempts to 
manipulate responses to it, make this a fascinating area of study. 
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